THE SCHOUDLER CRASH

They talked more generally about their amorous habits. Wilnar db-
clared that he could no longer bear a woman waking up in his house*

"And what about you?" he asked.

"Oh, always in theirs, never at home/' replied Simon. "It avoids
getting one's lines crossed, and it saves a great deal of time. I like
leaving at four o'clock in the morning."

"Yes, yes/' said Wilner, nodding his great head. "But you're young.
You'U see as you get older. It gets very tiring having to put on one's
trousers in the middle of the night."

They were interrupted by someone coming and saying to Wilner:
"And how did Schoudler react? He must be furious. You went rather
far!"

"It's a piece a clef, flagrantly so," said someone else. "It's already
the talk of Paris!"

It was the hundredth time since the end of the second act that
Wilner had heard these words: "piece a clef ... piece a clef ... It is
Schoudler, isn't it? ... You must admit, it's Schoudler!"

He grew impatient, as if he felt that his work was being denigrated,
reduced to some simple society game, and suddenly, holding a half-
eaten drumstick in his hand and dominating the hubbub made by his
guests, he let go in an organ-blast of rage.

"What does it mean, a piece a clef?" he cried. "Every play is a
piece a clef. Racine's are pieces a clef. Do you mean to tell me that
his Alexandre, which in any case is pretty bad except for two scenes, is
not Louis XIV? And what about the novels? All novels are a cief.
Balzac. Tolstoy. Tolstoy didn't even take the trouble to conceal his
characters' names. He merely changed a letter and that sufficed. If I
had taken my concierge for a model, or if I had merely taken some
miscellaneous facts like Stendhal and twenty others, you wouldn't say
that it was a piece a clef, simply because you wouldn't know the model.
And when I say models! Yes, exactly as a sculptor makes use of a
woman whose breasts are on different levels and has spots on her bottom
to make Venus out of her. For none of you, Mesdames/' he went on,
waving his drumstick, "have both breasts on the same level, I guarantee
it! And if you like to take off your brassieres, you'll see that I'm right."

Everyone had fallen silent; they were listening to him with amused
surprise, wondering where his improvisation would lead.

"But we/' he went on, "unlike the sculptors need ten models to make
one prototype. What amuses you? What excites you? What is necessary
to you? To be presented with the truth. We work with the material
at our disposal and it is our absolute right to treat it as we wish.
After all there are only two ways of writing, you know: staring
at one's own navel or staring at other people's. And to produce a good
work one must know how to look at both at once... A piece a clef is
an historical piece made out of one's contemporaries. You can be certain